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THE WORK
BETWEEN THE
SYSTEMS.

OWN THE LAYER.

Where the manual work in a large business really sits, why
more SaaS will not fix it, and what to build instead.
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INTRODUCTION - THE AUTOMATION CONTEXT

Automation is a global force. The
question is where it pays.

Advances in robotics, artificial intelligence and machine learning are opening a new age of
automation, as machines match or outperform people across a widening range of work,
including cognitive tasks. The McKinsey Global Institute's study of more than 2,000 work
activities across 800 occupations set the scale of the shift.

60% $14.6T 0.8-1.4% 2055

of occupations have at in wages worldwide is potential lift to global midpoint by which half
least 30% of activities tied to technically productivity growth of today's work
that are technically automatable each year.1 activities could be

automatable.! activities.' automated.’

The point is not that jobs vanish. Automation moves activities rather than whole roles: more

occupations change than disappear, much as earlier shifts reshaped agriculture and

manufacturing. Value accrues to the organisations that redesign the work around the new
1

tools.

Five factors set the pace of adoption

Technical feasibility - Cost of solutions - Labour-market dynamics - Economic
benefits - Regulatory and social acceptance

For a large business, that redesign rarely happens inside any one system. It
happens in the work between them, which is where this paper begins.

Source: McKinsey Global Institute, A future that works: automation, employment and productivity, January 2017.
Figures are MGl's; charts redrawn by CCGC.
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01 - THE PROBLEM

Most manual work does not happen
inside your systems. It happens
between them.

A large business has an ERP, a payroll system, a CRM and many other tools. Each one works.
The trouble is the work that moves between them.

A driver sends a photo of a signed delivery note to a WhatsApp group. Someone downloads
it, opens the invoice, compares the two and records the difference in a spreadsheet. A buyer
retypes a supplier's quote. A regional manager keeps the real outlet list in a workbook
because the master data is wrong.

None of this is on the system diagram. It still costs salaried hours, errors found a month late,
and numbers nobody fully trusts. We call it seam work. Bain reached the same view this
month: the opportunity lies “in the expensive human labor that connects” systems, not in
the systems themselves.

897 29% 36% 32%

apps at the average of them connected to of paid Saas licences of firms chose to build
large enterprise.2 each other.? unused.® software instead of
buying it

Two things have changed

Al can read. It can pull data from a photographed delivery note, a supplier PDF, an email or
a voice note. When every result is checked against records you already hold, it is accurate
enough to run a process on.

Software is cheap to build. What took a year now takes weeks. McKinsey found that nearly
a third of companies have dropped a software purchase because they could build it
themselves.”

Keep your core systems. Buy what is the same in every company. Own the
layer that connects your systems and runs your processes.
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02 - WHAT WE HAVE BUILT

Six businesses, one pattern.

Clients are not named. Each platform started with one job and sits over the systems the
client already had.

CLIENT BEFORE NOW

Beverage Delivery notes, remittances and claims Al reads every document and matches it

distributor arrived on paper, email and WhatsApp. to the ERP. Matches close themselves.
They were filed and never checked. About The rest go to a named person with a
35,000 sales orders on the books. reason. The debtors team works

exceptions only.

Retail and Procurement ran on a An eight-step procurement system with

distribution project-management tool that had no live exchange rates, landed cost, Al

group idea what a quote or an exchange rate reading supplier PDFs, and proof of

Same group,
stock

was.

Stock in spreadsheets. Reorder levels
guessed years ago. Stock takes on
clipboards.

delivery by WhatsApp. The subscription
was cancelled.

Reorders based on how fast items
actually sell. Goods-received notes filled
in by Al. Stock counted blind by two
people on WhatsApp.

15-store Till closures copied into 15 spreadsheets Automatic reconciliation across 11
fashion and checked against the bank line by line payment types. The Thursday review now
retailer every Thursday. covers exceptions only. The client then

Payroll bureau

Employees phoned and emailed all
month for payslips and leave balances.

ordered four more builds on the same
base.

Payslips, tax certificates and leave on
WhatsApp. Managers approve leave in
the chat and it writes back to payroll. No
app, no login, no training.

Property Two property systems, Excel, WhatsApp One system for the whole business. A
group, 1,000+ groups and paper job books. tenant's WhatsApp message becomes a
tenants job card. Built to run twice the portfolio

What they have in common

with the same staff.

- None replaced the core system. The ERP, payroll and bank stayed. The platform reads from
them and writes back through them.
- Al reads and drafts. Code decides. Money, prices and approvals follow fixed rules. When the Al
is unsure, a person decides.

- Staff use what they already have. Usually WhatsApp.
- Every process has an owner. Software runs it. A named person answers for it.

- The first build leads to the next. The second module is cheaper because the data and

connections already exist.
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03 - WHY SAAS FALLS SHORT

SaaSs is built for departments. Your
business runs across them.

- Handoffs belong to nobody. Sales, warehouse, logistics and finance each buy their own tool. No
vendor owns the steps between them, so people and spreadsheets do.

- You adopt the vendor's view of your business. \WWhen its data model does not fit, your staff fill
the gap by hand.

- Per-seat pricing shuts out the frontline. Drivers, merchandisers and plant staff rarely get a
licence, so their work stays on paper and WhatsApp.

- Al needs joined-up data. Settling a short-delivery claim needs the order, delivery note, invoice
and credit terms together. Each vendor's Al sees only its own part.

- Building is no longer slow. A new module takes weeks, on your timetable, not the vendor's.

Saas still makes sense for the general ledger, payroll calculation and email. They are the
same everywhere, and rebuilding them would be waste.

Owning has to mean owning. Gartner expects 70 percent of enterprises to abandon Al
systems built by vendors' embedded engineers by 2028, because they cannot afford to run
or change them.® The code and data should sit in your accounts, and your team should be
able to change them.

What an owned platform is
A layer over your existing systems, not a replacement for them.

HOW PEOPLE USE IT
WhatsApp - Web and tablet - Email and Teams - Leadership view
YOUR PLATFORM
PROCESSES Steps, owners, deadlines, exceptions.
Al Reads documents, drafts, forecasts.
ONE VERSION OF YOUR DATA Customer, outlet, product, order, delivery, invoice, employee.
CONNECTIONS Reads from and writes back to every system you already run.
YOUR CORE SYSTEMS STAY AS THEY ARE

ERP - Payroll - Banking - Point of sale - CRM, portals
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04 - HOW WE BUILD IT @
Map it. Model the data. Then automate.

Most failed automation projects skip a step. They automate a process nobody mapped, on
data nobody cleaned, and hand it to nobody in particular. We work in this order.

STEP WHAT WE DO YOU GET

1. Map the work Sit with the people who do the work. List every A map of the work and a

3 to 5 weeks spreadsheet, inbox and WhatsApp group that ranked list of what to
carries it. Use system logs to see how processes automate first.
really run.

2. Model the data Connect the source systems. Agree one definition of Data you can safely

2 to 3 weeks customer, outlet, product and order. Find and fix automate on.
duplicates.

3. Automate Design each process as steps with owners and A live module, signed off by

4 to 8 weeks per deadlines. Plan for the exceptions first. Test on last its owner.

module quarter's real data. Run beside the old way until the

numbers match.

4. Own it Name the owner. Set one measurable target before Results you can measure,
building. Review monthly. Pick the next module. and the next build.

The technology is the smaller part. BCG found that companies getting value from Al put 70
percent of their resources into people and processes.6 That is why the change work runs
through every step, not only at the end.

Where we would look first in a large distribution business
We do not yet know which of these apply to you. Mapping would tell us.

- Proof of delivery and claims. Delivery notes, short deliveries and returns matched to orders and
invoices automatically.

- Trade promotions. Customer claims checked against agreed terms before any credit note is
raised.

- Outlet execution. Rep and merchandiser checks captured on WhatsApp with photos, and
turned into data by outlet and product.

- Coolers and assets. Placement, service and recovery tied to the outlet record.
- Frontline staff. Payslips, leave and incident reports on WhatsApp for drivers and plant staff.

A first step

A four-to-six-week mapping of one or two processes you choose. You get a map of the work,
a ranked list of what to automate, and a costed first module. Then you decide.

If you would like help with Doing Change Better, we would welcome the conversation.

Sources: | Bain, Technology Report 2026, 29 Sep 2026. ? MuleSoft, Connectivity Benchmark 2025. s Zylo, SaaS
Management Index 2026. “ McKinsey, The state of Al in 2026, 25 Aug 2026. ° Gartner, press release, 29 Sep 2026.
BCG, Where's the Value in Al?, 24 Oct 2024.
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NEXT STEPS

WE LOOK FORWARD TO
WORKING WITH YOU.

We welcome the opportunity to discuss this proposal further

and tailor it to your specific requirements.

SPEAK TO FIND US
The Change Consulting Group start@changeconsultinggroup.com
Johannesburg - Cape Town changeconsultinggroup.com
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